The Promise and Peril of Walking Indigenous Territorial Recognitions carried out by Settlers by Wilson, Ken & Anderson, Matthew R.
International Journal of Religious Tourism and 
Pilgrimage 
Volume 9 
Issue 2 Sacred Journeys 7: Pilgrimage and 
Beyond: Going Places, Far and Away 
Article 7 
2021 
The Promise and Peril of Walking Indigenous Territorial 
Recognitions carried out by Settlers 
Ken Wilson 
University of Regina, Regina SK, ken.wilson@uregina.ca 
Matthew R. Anderson 
Concordia University, Montreal QC, matthew.anderson@concordia.ca 
Follow this and additional works at: https://arrow.tudublin.ie/ijrtp 
 Part of the Tourism and Travel Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Wilson, Ken and Anderson, Matthew R. (2021) "The Promise and Peril of Walking Indigenous Territorial 
Recognitions carried out by Settlers," International Journal of Religious Tourism and Pilgrimage: Vol. 9: 
Iss. 2, Article 7. 
doi:https://doi.org/10.21427/wmx8-e578 
Available at: https://arrow.tudublin.ie/ijrtp/vol9/iss2/7 
Creative Commons License 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 4.0 License. 
Introduction
At the 2020 Academy Awards, Maori writer, actor, and 
director Taika Waititi introduced a global audience to 
the concept of land acknowledgements while accepting 
the award for best adapted screenplay for the film Jojo 
Rabbit. Waititi let the audience know that they were 
gathered on the ancestral lands of the Tongva, Tataviam, 
and the Chumash. 
We acknowledge them (he announced), as the 
first people of this land on which our motion 
picture community lives and works (Martin 
2020).
Such acknowledgements are intended to recognise the 
first inhabitants of the lands on which settler states such 
as Canada, the United States, New Zealand, and Australia 
now sit. In Canada land acknowledgements (sometimes 
called territorial or treaty acknowledgements) have 
been increasingly in use for about a decade (APTN 
National News, 2019). Canadian universities, cultural 
organisations, and school boards have widely adopted 
the practice (Wilkes et al., 2017:90, 92). Events at Ken’s 
university often begin with this statement (or some 
variation of it): 
The University of Regina is situated on Treaty 
4 lands with a presence in Treaty 6. These are 
the territories of the nêhiyawak, Anihšināpēk, 
Dakota, Lakota, and Nakoda, and the homeland 
of the Métis/Michif Nation. Today, these lands 
continue to be the shared Territory of many 
diverse peoples from near and far (Office of 
Indigenization). 
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This article proposes that if the permission and guidance of local Indigenous groups is obtained, and 
their protocols observed, a collaborative physical act of settler, or Indigenous-settler walking across 
territory on which events are to be held may constitute a more constructive form of ‘territorial 
acknowledgement’ than a verbal statement read out at such an event. By drawing sustained attention 
not only to Indigenous land but also to Indigenous title, resources, and jurisdiction, and by pointedly 
underlining the actual land in question, walking territorial acknowledgements can help settlers 
to develop an embodied sense of place-in-relation. In so doing they can move forward both the 
relationality implicit in Indigenous territorial recognition and the claims territorial recognitions 
make on settler bodies. These walk-acts diminish the superficial ‘virtue-signalling’ and public 
performance of contrition which too often attach to such acknowledgements, threatening to render 
them obsolete. 
Key Words: indigenous, settler-colonial, Kanien’kehá:ka, walking, territorial acknowledgement, 
Haldimand Tract, Kahnawà:ke, Theology in the City, treaty, decolonisation 
Ken Wilson and Matthew R. Anderson are settler 
academics, Ken at the University of Regina in 
Saskatchewan, and Matthew at Concordia University 
Montreal, and the University of Nottingham, England. 
Ken grew up and went to school in the Haldimand Tract 
(Brantford, Ontario), deeded to the Haudenosaunee in 
1874, and now lives on Treaty 4 territory. Matthew 
grew up on Treaty Four territory, although he now lives 
and works in Montreal, linked to the Kanien’kehá:ka 
Nation, and in Nottingham, England. Ken’s settler 
roots go back to the early 19th century in southwestern 
Ontario. Matthew’s grandparents on his mother’s side 
were from German and American background, and on 
his father’s side came from Norway to ‘homestead’ 
on land taken from the nêhiyaw, Saulteaux, Nakoda, 
and Lakota / Dakota to give to rail companies and 
European settler farmers.
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lands’ without any reference to contemporary realities.1 
Aileen Moreton-Robinson has observed that the logic of 
colonialism and racialised capitalism maintains a not-
very-subtle successionism 
contained in the words ‘traditional lands’, 
which transports ownership back into the past, 
not the continuing present (Moreton-Robinson, 
2015:149).
Politically-correct ‘box-ticking’ language (Vowel, 2016) 
hides ‘moves to innocence’ (Asher et al., 2018: 319) that 
allow that past wrongs have been done, without admitting 
that settler states continue to operate through a logic 
of Indigenous oppression, dispossession and practical 
erasure. In Reconciliation at the End of a Gun: The 
Wet’suwet’en and the RCMP, Métis lawyer and author 
Bruce McIvor states: 
Canadian state-sanctioned violence against 
Indigenous people is not simply a matter of 
history and easy apologies. It is a modern-day 
reality (McIvor 2020).
1  Sto:lo academic Dylan Robinson has pointed out that ‘the 
way we name our positionality—as guests, uninvited, 
visitors, settlers, invaders, arrivants—speaks to how we 
understand the terms of occupation, and relationships to 
Indigenous peoples’ (Robinson et al., 2019:20)..
At Matthew’s university, the territorial acknowledgement 
reflects the very different colonial history of Montreal and 
the lack of a specific treaty for the island of Montreal: 
Concordia University is located on unceded 
Indigenous lands. The Kanien’kehá:ka Nation 
is recognized as the custodians of the lands and 
waters on which we gather today. Tiohtià:ke/
Montréal is historically known as a gathering 
place for many First Nations. Today, it is home 
to a diverse population of Indigenous and other 
peoples. We respect the continued connections 
with the past, present and future in our ongoing 
relationships with Indigenous and other peoples 
within the Montreal community (Concordia 
University). 
In rural Canadian spaces where there is the most 
frequent contact with First Nations, however, such 
acknowledgements occur far less often (Vowel, 2016).
At a time when widespread and systemic police and 
state violence against Indigenous individuals and First 
Nations groups has never been more obvious, land 
acknowledgements have met with criticism. Particularly 
suspect are those which use the phrase ‘traditional 
Figure 1: Dr Christine Jamieson (Boothroyd-Nlaka’pamux First Nation) speaking with student participants during 
our 2019 Kahnawà:ke to Montreal territorial acknowledgement walk
Photo by Alex Hutchins
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denying both innocence to settlers and a future to the settler 
identity, are central points in that essay (Mackey, 2016). 
So is the notion of difficulty. Land acknowledgements, 
Blight and King argue, are simply too easy to make any 
difference. 
Stó:lō academic Dylan Robinson makes an even 
more telling criticism when he suggests that land 
acknowledgments purposefully ‘act as what Sara Ahmed 
calls “non-performative” ’ (Carter et al., 2017:208). In 
The Nonperformativity of Antiracism, Ahmed draws on 
J.L. Austin’s definition of performative utterances—
statements that make things happen, such as ‘Let there 
be light’ in the Book of Genesis—to conclude that 
[t]he speech acts that commit the university to 
equality . . . are non-performatives. They ‘work’ 
precisely by not bringing about the effects that 
they name (Ahmad, 2006:105).
 Ahmed suggests that, in a nonperformative utterance, 
the failure of the speech act to do what it says 
is not a failure of intent or even circumstance, 
but it is actually what the speech act is doing [in 
other words, she explains], the nonperformative 
does not ‘fail to act’ because of conditions that 
are external to the speech act: rather, it ‘works’ 
because it fails to bring about what it names 
(Ahmed, 2006:105). 
For Robinson, a land acknowledgement by settlers 
‘works’ precisely because it does nothing and makes 
nothing happen. Such acknowledgements are neither 
prelude nor spur to action, but rather constitute an 
ideological cover for inaction and ongoing oppression.
By taking what has been, in some nations, a 
diplomatic protocol, gutting it of its ontological 
and relational context, and repurposing it 
to legitimate settlers’ continued presence on 
stolen land, we effectively colonize territorial 
acknowledgments,
Thus write Asher, Curnow and Davis (2018:318). 
A 2019 report authored by a committee composed 
primarily of Anishinaabe and Kanien’keha:ka writers for 
the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario states 
that to make acknowledgements meaningful:
we need to consider that we are in fact 
acknowledging, not only the ancestral lands, 
Territorial acknowledgements have met with criticism 
for too often practicing a political slipperiness that avoids 
these realities. The acknowledgements are too often 
perfunctory—lacking both a sense of how the speaker is 
connected to, or implicated in, the genocides committed 
by settlers against Indigenous peoples, and any practical 
commitments to righting the wrongs of dispossession and 
oppression, and recognising the ongoing sovereignty of 
Indigenous peoples. Armand Garnet Ruffo suggests that 
although the intentions of these acknowledgments 
are laudable, there is nevertheless an 
underlying colonial state of mind propelling 
them, inextricably tied to the historical record 
(Robinson et al., 2019:26). 
In an op-ed published in The Globe and Mail, Anishinaabe 
political scientist Hayden King and Anishinaabe visual 
artist Susan Blight state, 
There is a danger that these gestures become 
mere performance rather than actively helping 
to repatriate indigenous land and life, as Eve 
Tuck and K. Wayne Yang would say (King & 
Blight, 2016). 
Blight and King are referring to the essay Decolonization 
is Not a Metaphor, in which Tuck and Yang argue that 
decolonization in the settler colonial context 
must involve the repatriation of land . . . that is. 
all of the land, and not just symbolically (Tuck 
& Yang, 2012:7). 
Repatriation of land is, of necessity, unsettling (Tuck 
& Yang, 2012:3). The notions of unsettling (of theory, 
of politics, of identity), of decentring whiteness, and of 
Figure 2: A Baltimore oriole, killed by passing vehicles, 
beside the highway near Dunnville, Ontario
Photo by Ken Wilson
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Might walking pilgrimages as forms of embodied 
territorial acknowledgements address some of the 
problems identified with such land acknowledgements? 
Could they function as one way of disrupting what Avril 
Bell calls the ‘settler imaginary,’ 
the set of ideas and values that underpin a 
peculiarly settler discourse of nationhood, 
identity and indigenous-settler relations ? (Bell, 
2014:11) 
Matthew thinks this is the case. He writes:
I believe it is time for those of us who are 
not Indigenous to let our bodies learn about 
acknowledgement, sometimes by literally 
walking the talk (Anderson 2019). 
Ken agrees, although he is more cautious: he was once 
told by a Métis artist that settlers walking on the land 
are merely colonisers inspecting the property, and that 
comment continues to resonate with him. 
Dylan Robinson suggests that, for Indigenous peoples, 
walking on the land is an assertion of sovereignty; if this 
were the primary message given by a walking territorial 
acknowledgement it would surely overwhelm any other 
message given by the walk, however well-intentioned 
(Carter et al., 2017:208). Métis artist and academic Dylan 
Miner argues that moving slowly through territory, as 
an Indigenous ontology and methodology, is a way of 
‘being cognizant of the journey and migration itself’ and 
is a form of resistance against colonial power structures 
but also the historical and complex intersections 
of settler impacts on Indigenous histories, 
economies, ecologies, livelihood, well-being and 
governance structures (Elementary Teachers’ 
Federation of Ontario, 2019:3). 
Acknowledgements themselves need to be ‘decolonized’ 
(Robinson et al., 2019:22).
What would make land acknowledgements less easy, 
and might make them performative, are precisely those 
actions on the part of settlers and settler society that 
Indigenous writers have long pointed toward: 
a/ connecting in a meaningful and ongoing way with 
local Indigenous communities, 
b/ learning the specific histories of colonisation 
and dispossession represented in the history and 
privilege of the institution or group doing the 
acknowledgement, 
c/ undertaking concrete actions of restitution, 
repayment, and solidarity with respect to 
Indigenous land sovereignty, as part of 
d/ learning one’s own location, history, and place, as a 
settler group, on the territory in question (Kovach 
2009:112).
A Way Forward?
Some of the earliest settler institutions to use territorial 
acknowledgements were artistic groups, especially 
dancers. Lauren Wingenroth has pointed out that this 
may stem from the fact that dancers ‘physically feel 
our connection to the land and the space we occupy’ 
(Wingenroth, 2019:32). Indigenous artists in particular 
have led the way in nonverbally acknowledging 
Indigenous sovereignty over lands and bodies. Dancer 
Santee Smith, a Toronto-based artist from the Six Nations 
of the Grand River in southwestern Ontario, considers her 
solo work Blood, Water, Earth to be ‘an embodied land 
acknowledgment’ (Wingenroth, 2019:34). Smith’s work 
again points to the necessary leadership of Indigenous 
persons. Settlers making such acknowledgements 
need to accept Indigenous leadership; doing so at least 
temporarily reverses the power dynamic characteristic 
of settler colonialism. Settler artist Ayumi Goto’s 2013 
1,600 kilometre running performance in honour of the 
Nishiyuu walkers could be considered another example 
of an embodied territorial acknowledgement (Goto, 
2014:45; see also Goto, 2018).
Figure 3: A turtle near the Grand River, next to the rail 
trail south of Cambridge, Ontario
Photo by Ken Wilson
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of their homeland in New York during the American 
Revolution. After many years of wondering what had 
happened, finally, in 2015, Ken decided to do some 
research. He quickly learned that the million acres of 
the Haldimand Tract had been almost completely lost by 
the Haudenosaunee in a series of crooked surrenders—
including the land on which he had grown up. He felt 
angry and ashamed: angry that it had taken him so long to 
decide to find out the truth, and ashamed at how gullible 
he had been to believe the fairy tales we tell ourselves 
about Canada, the kinds of stories Bell suggests are part 
of the ‘settler imaginary.’ 
The story of the Haldimand Tract has been repeated 
across Canada again and again. It’s still being repeated: 
just 0.3 percent of the land in Canada is reserved for First 
Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples. That’s the logic of 
settler colonialism: it is premised on settler occupation 
of the land and it employs a variety of strategies to 
naturalise and normalise that occupation by eliminating 
Indigenous languages, cultures, spiritualities, ties to 
land, family structures, and bodies. ‘Settler colonialism,’ 
Patrick Wolfe argues, ‘destroys to replace’: it destroys 
Indigenous cultures and social structures and languages 
in order to replace them with its own versions (Wolfe, 
2006:388). As he read about the Haldimand Tract, 
Ken realised that he has been a beneficiary of settler 
colonialism his entire life. That knowledge shook his 
sense of who he was.
What are you going to do about it? he asked himself. The 
answer came back, almost immediately: he could walk 
through the Haldimand Tract, from one end to the other. 
He wanted to understand, in an embodied way, just how 
big the Tract is, or more importantly, was. That 2016 
journey, that pilgrimage, became a 335-kilometre long 
embodied land acknowledgement. 
Ken consulted a faithkeeper at Six Nations before this 
pilgrimage; she told him to offer tobacco to the Creator 
morning and night, and to offer tobacco to the river 
whenever he crossed it as well. Since this would be a 
spiritual journey, she also told him not to drink alcohol. 
He did all those things during his pilgrimage from the 
headwaters of the Grand River to the point where it 
debouches into Lake Erie. The result was a walk that 
provided him with an embodied knowledge of a place 
he thought he already knew. But did it change anything?
(Miner, 2014:6, 24). In moving slowly across the land, 
do settler walking practices, even when undertaken as 
embodied territorial acknowledgements, simply operate 
as another appropriation of an Indigenous methodology 
and as assertions of sovereignty? Or can they be seen 
as decolonising and therefore constructive? There is no 
easy way out of this dilemma. Mackey suggests that 
decolonizing, for settlers, includes developing 
the ability to live more comfortably with 
uncertainty about how relationships between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people emerge 
and change [emphasis in the original] (Mackey, 
2016:167).
Two Examples of Walking Territorial 
Acknowledgements by Settlers
In 2016, Ken set out on a ‘walking land acknowledgement,’ 
the kind of journey Robert Macfarlane might call an 
‘improvised pilgrimage’ (Macfarlane, 2012:235) through 
the Haldimand Tract in southwestern Ontario. He grew 
up there, in the city of Brantford, just down the road from 
the Six Nations of the Grand River reserve. Like other 
descendants of settlers, he learned almost nothing about 
the history of Indigenous occupation of the Haldimand 
Tract, the land Brantford is built upon. The Tract, an 
area encompassing six miles on either side of the Grand 
River, was deeded to the people of the Six Nations, 
the Haudenosaunee, in 1784 in recognition of the loss 
Figure 4: Milkweed beside the footpath near Cayuga, 
Ontario
Photo by Ken Wilson
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In October 2019 in preparation for his university 
department’s ‘Theology in the City’ conference, 
Matthew planned and undertook a walking territorial 
acknowledgement together with Christine Jamieson 
(Boothroyd / Nlaka’pamux First Nation) and other 
Concordia faculty, students, and visitors. Permission 
to start in Kahnawá:ke was sought and received from 
the secretary of the Traditional Longhouse, Kenneth 
Atsenhaiaton Deer. A small group met early on an autumn 
Saturday morning at the Kanien’kehà:ka Onkwawén:na 
Raotitióhkwa Language and Cultural Centre. After 
Christine led in a smudge, the group continued by foot 
several kilometres for breakfast at ‘Friends,’ a Mohawk-
owned diner. One of the most effective ways settlers can 
change their relations with Indigenous peoples is to buy 
from Indigenous-owned and run businesses (Joseph, 
2018:167). From there the group walked just over thirty 
kilometres to Montreal, much of it along the St. Lawrence 
Seaway. 
The Seaway is a rich symbol of the ways in which the 
governments of Canada and Quebec have used state force 
against Indigenous populations in service of commerce 
and resource extraction: the Seaway was built through 
Kahnawà:ke on expropriated land without Kanien’keha 
Maybe. On his last day of walking, he met with some 
Mohawk people, who explained their perspective on 
the history of the Haldimand Tract and what needed 
to happen to make things right. Ken suggested that 
settlers had missed a tremendous opportunity by not 
meeting the Haudenosaunee as equals in the Haldimand 
Tract—an opportunity to learn from each other, to build 
something together. ‘It’s not too late,’ they replied. 
Maybe that’s what that pilgrimage, or at least the gesture 
it represented, managed to accomplish: a recognition that 
while the past is fixed, the future remains open, and a 
decolonised relationship between settlers and Indigenous 
peoples remains a possibility. As Bell points out, while 
the processes of colonialism continue to distort the 
relationship between settlers and Indigenous peoples, 
there are also exciting moves to establish 
new, respectful relationships with indigenous 
peoples, relations founded on acknowledgement 
of indigenous difference, equality and autonomy 
(Bell, 2014:8), 
and she encourages other settlers to see the comeback as 
an opportunity, rather than a threat. 
Figure 5: Our path along the St-Lawrence Seaway
Photo by Laurence Brisson Dubreuil
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lands to local media, given that media tend to prefer 
to report on an action rather than a statement; and 
finally, 
d/ although he envisioned keeping the group small for 
ease of making the more than twenty-five kilometre 
trek, he hoped to, and did, bring along settler 
participants from the wider community. 
Did the one-day act fulfill all these aims? Not all. But one 
of the most basic advantages of this particular Concordia-
Kahnawà:ke walking acknowledgement is that the walk 
has now been ‘performed’ in various ways at least a 
half-dozen times. Matthew and the part of the Concordia 
community he represents have built relationships with 
the Kanien’keha, while at the same time, trying to avoid 
imposing what Daigle calls the ‘ask-the-Indian-complex’ 
(Daigle, 2019:705) on their Kahnawà:ke contacts. Doing 
that would have inadvertently re-centred ‘whiteness’ 
in the very act of seeking recognition of Indigenous 
concerns and sovereignty. The process of building 
relationship has led to joint ventures, and more concrete 
and fruitful recognitions of, in this case, Haudenosaunee 
sovereignty that a simple one-off spoken act would not 
have accomplished. 
consultation or permission. Police were used to eject 
resistors from their homes, which were subsequently 
bulldozed, and the construction effectively cut off the 
Mohawk from the water which forms part of their identity 
(Alfred, 1995:158-61).
In this instance Matthew hoped to accomplish several 
objectives. The objectives were directed at other settlers: 
a/ since most of the conference sessions did not 
specifically address Indigenous-settler issues, 
he wanted the walk to signal internally to other 
organisers and externally to those attending that the 
relationship of being ‘settler’ was fundamental to 
the conference; 
b/ for Matthew the term ‘City’ (Montreal) could 
not be invoked in the conference theme without 
considering Indigenous presence and precedence, 
as well as jurisdiction and land. In consultation 
with the Mohawk he wished to recognise this 
ceremonially;2 
c/ he wanted the walk to highlight the ‘self-location’ 
of the conference as a settler event on Indigenous 
2  On the dangers of Settlers believing that (at least spoken) 
land acknowledgements in any way satisfy Indigenous 
Protocols, see Vowel (2016), who disagrees with Joseph 
on this point.
Figure 6: ‘Theology in the City’ conference at Concordia, for which the walk was held, with Indigenous speakers
Photo by Matthew Anderson
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all their relations, including most importantly, 
Indigenous peoples, but also the land itself and 
its history’ (Anderson, 2020:98)? Is the walk 
educationally transformative in terms of pointing 
out whatever history the specific institution 
(company, city, university or other) may have had 
in the oppression of Indigenous peoples, as well as 
how it can support their resurgence? Does the walk 
have the potential of being in some way politically 
transformative?
Walking territorial acknowledgements have a limited, 
but potentially positive, role to play in the political 
mobilisation of settlers, although as settler acts, 
they unconsciously but inevitably tend to ‘recentre’ 
settler concerns. We hope that the questions we have 
raised might serve to guide other settlers interested in 
undertaking these initiatives. However, the guidance of 
local Indigenous groups is essential: their judgment of 
such undertakings should be the crucial factor in deciding 
whether such journeys go ahead. 
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Corrigendum 
The authors apologise for mistakenly identifying Bruce 
McIvor as a 'settler lawyer' in an earlier published version 
of this paper. McIvor is in fact a member of the Manitoba 
Métis Federation.
